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I was asked to speak on “religious perspectives" at a symposium on ''Growth Loy 


wi ' convened at Notre Dame 24-26 February by the Bread for the . are 
World Educational Fund. The first draft turned out not to be appropriate, as 
since it dealt with food but not with development. It is now written up for © Mhuy 
informal sharing, not for quotation. J.H.Yoder, March 1978 


There is no shortage of theological introductions. I see no point in 
duplicating the excellent general introductions already available concerning 
the fundamental moral mandates of accountable stewardship, human solidarity, 
and justice for the poor. Those are the most evident and relevant imperatives; 
we already know about them if we are moderately human in the western world. 

We know about them more deeply in the measure in which we keep our spiritual 
antennae tuned. It seems to me that beyond those already known and unrelenting 
imperatives, it would be most fitting to be reminded by the ancient. story of 
some further foundational verities which may. sustain our work my their Pe 
demand. I suggest there are three: 

a. That this problem is by no means new or extraneous to vetieqous 
concern: this is where religion began and where religion says we | 
began. 

b. Culture, agriculture, never, has been clearly a curse or sieeeie a 
: blessing. It began as preservation beyond expulsion from the garden; 

it continued as the root of the first fratricide. It was never a 
_ substitute salvation and never a proper substitute to worship. 

c. It is not a distortion of the problem, but a perception of its 
“true nature, ‘to see that it.is not so much technical as political. 
Where the food shall come from, and whether. there shall be enough, 
is not first of all a problem of the quantity. produced, but of . 
‘whether we are willing to live. together in peace and diversity, or 
whether our patterns of culture building and vengeance are to make 

_ peaceful use of the planet impossible. 


We find several foundational statements about mankind and the Seen and food 
within the. foundational book which the Hebrews called 'In-heading" and. the Greeks 
"Genesis.’’ As a background for our common search, I tick these off as a 

kind of reminder, with no illusions about their being novel, and no expectation 
that any one of chem will be determining in our study a moet, of the 
preparation for which we already | have brought with us. 


First of all, mankind is seen as itself part of the earth. This is said first 
of all on the simple level of language. The-name for humanity is:Adam, the 
very same root describes the earth.itself Adamah. The same statement is 
repeated in the image of man being formed as by a potter or sculptor out of 

the clay of the earth before being vivified by the Creator's breath. But 

the. compatibility of man and the earth goes beyond a common material. The 
earth is made to be fitting and friendly as his place of habitation. We find 
there food and work provided for man and woman in a humane symbiosis.- Adam 

and Eve are in one sense in charge: they are told that’ the fruit of the trees 
is for them but so are the rest of the animals who are told that. the vegetation 
is for them.as well. Mankind shares furthermore in the divine ordering of his 
natural habitat. The animals are brought to Adam whose duty it is to give them 
each a name. In later Christian interpretation of’ this story, the attention: ~ 
for understandable reasons fell on the fact that among all of the. animals Soe ‘ 
found no partner fitting his need, so that woman needed to be created. “Yet.22.:': 
underlying this further statement about human sociality as a further: creative, soy 
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gift, it is first of ail said: in this legend that rationality, language, 
the ordering process whereby sense is made out of sense data is the task 
not. of God'as a platonic super spirit, having everything already defined | 
but of man in his specificity, naming his neighbors in the: garden, and 
thereby making it his and beginning to discharge: nS function to govern and 
to till and to keep it. aoe 


We have thereby identified the first and most evident religious affirmation 
about our earth and our food: . the garden is' a gift to be: ordered and cared for 
under accountability to the purposeful Creator, who entrusted it to us asa 
fundamentally hospitable: context: for our service to Him and. to one another. 

The plants are fitting food and the animals are compatible neighbors in that 
cee: cosmos which we are a a of Beek rae its: good: being the same as 
our own. a | i ee 

The second-and third strands of: the early story deal on the other hand with 

our alienation from the comforted supportiveness of that symbiosis. First 

is the part of the story of the Fall which-is the’best known because it’ has 
often been taken as a statement of the-human predicament. The -initial provision 
for the availability of the garden to mankind had’ one limit. One fruit was 

not to be consumed. The recognition of that limit was a part of the recognition 
of the claims of God as Creator and ultimate Sovereign, who precisely for that 
reason was. the one:who could assign to mankind relative sovereignty. 


Seizing the. fruit of the forbidden tree is not simply disobedience to an 
arbitrary rule. It. is.a denial of the entire.-arrangement of covenantal 
delegation to the creature of the:sdovereignty of. the creator. Far more than 
disobedience, it is the claim to be oneself absolute. This is said textually 
in the words of the serpent: "'you shall be as.‘gods"’. The effect of this 
violation.of trust is that the earth instead of remaining/being a fertile 
garden and orchard becomes a wild field.producing:’ weeds and thistles, demanding 
burdensome labor before it will.yield its fruit. The ultimate judgment on the 
destroyed harmony is the verdict of death: this man must return to the dust 
from which he was made. That. the. Promise of life implicit in the original 
creation is limited ee ld aetna as man's final ze with the” soil. a 


That second Strand is. swell os pecaaee of the ee iieious use we have 
learned to make of it. Although we speak of it first of all terms of''a 

curse, ejection from the: garden and condemnation to death, it still does 
include a promise of preservation; a promise to the man of food from the field 
even at the cost of-the. sweat'of his brow, and a promise: to' the woman of 
posterity through the pain of childbirth. Life must go on under the condition 
of history but it may 50 on and that oe ‘ts enue still BEECE: m 


But enere is a ‘eceonde curse, a ehiea weeand in ene tacena of Seetnniuee: 
brought to-us in the story of Cain. As was already the case for the difference 
between Adam.in the garden and.in the refractory field of thistles, so even 
more clearly. in the contrast ‘between Abel, the shepherd -whose sacrifice is 
acceptable to God, and Cain, the tiller: OE the soil whose sacrifice is not 
acceptable, we evidently have, to use the language of the culture historiaris, 
the traces of the ancient clash between two cultures. Cain kills his brother 
because Cain has been doing what his father Adam was condemned: to do, tilling 
the soil. He has. gathered its fruits and by a sacrifice has’ acknowledged 

_ that they too were a gift of grace. Yet he was not willing to recognize the 
priority of his brother's. sacrifice,- nearer to nature. and: to the God of | the 
original covenant than was his own, as the vocation of the shepherd is nearér 
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to nature than that of the tiller of the soil. Cain is the father. of 
cities, of technology (represented in the story by the use of metals), of 
the arts (represented in the story by music) and the institution of vengeance, 
carried out most thoroughly by his descendent Lamech, who sings the first . 
song of vengenance, . 
: "T kill a man for wounding me, 

A young man for a blow. 

Cain may be avenged seven. times, 
but Lamech seventy-seven" 


We. cannot tell from the story in what sense Cain's ‘killing Abel. was a matter of 
vengeance. The-story does tellus that Cain in his turn feared vengeance. He 
said to the Lord, “My punishment is heavier than I can bear, you have driven 
me from the ground, and I must hide from your presence. I shall be a vagrant 
and:'a wanderer on earth and: anyone who meets me shall: kill me''. The Lord 
answered him: “no: if anyone kills Cain, Cain shall be avenged seven-fold". 


So Cain went out from the twice cursed earth, leaving the. soil for the city: 

as his: father had left.the garden for the field. He goes under the paradoxical 
gracious protection of the menace of seven-fold vengeance and creates a: 
prosterity in which vengeance escalates to infinity (for which the Hebrew word 
is seventy-seven). 


So this first curse on the soil is the price of Adam's pride: the second 
curse is the sanction on Cain's revenge. He is driven from the earth into 
which he has spilled the blood of his brother. 


As Adam represents the: transition from nature to culture, so.Cain makes the 
transition from culture to war. Culture itself (and: let us’remember that 

the first meaning of the word is the tilling of the soil, agriculture) is 
already morally ambivalent.. It is not longer natural. It-violates the soil 
from which it scratches sustenance. It is not thereby sinful, but it is part 
of the price of sin. It becomes the occasion for sin and the multiplier of its 
damages. 


The sin of Cain--and therefore my sin, our sin as we still live from scratching 
the soil--was not to have tilled and harvested. It began by his being offended 
by the recognition that his shepherd brother Abel was somehow closer to the 
natural and to the God of the natural than he. And his deeper sin was to 
resolve that offense and estrangement not by sharing in Abel's sacrifice of 

a sheep from the flock but by making his simpler brother the victim of his 

own violence. His accuser is once again the earth that has drunk Abel's blood, 
and his punishment is to be sent away from that earth. 


Now if we were to seek some kind of precision, going beyond the rather vague 
sense of story with which we most comfortably understand these ancient scriptures, 
it might be possible to say that the major views of the mess we are in our 

time on our earth correlate with the three major strands of the story of 

biblical beginnings. 


It might be suggested that the technological optimists among us still trust 
in the adequacy of the mandate to man to make sense by naming his fellow 
creatures and occupying the garden. This is the mood which, when taken alone, 
fuses organic evolution, historical progress, and technology, and biblical 
hope language, in a myth of development which only a few years ago seemed to 
be the other name for "freedom" or for "peace". 
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Secondly, there are the religious fatalists-who see the core of the problem 

in the story of the fruit and the price of.: -promethean pride. We are therefore 
condemned to survival to sticking. it. out. and. sweating it out until we die, with 
no hope beyond the determination to. see even that. grudging survival.as a 
promise and human history as a holding operation. And then thirdly, there 
would be the political critics, for whom. the most fundamental sin is not pride 
alone although that is its trigger-.but our anger at the failure of God to bless 
the fruits of our labors, anger at the simpler brother whose sacrifice is more 
acceptable, failure to recognize that our toil was always already morally 
ambivalent, always already blemished by the expulsion from Eden. Yet that 
wounded pride would not itself have been:.our downfall. Our: downfall was that 
the pride became mur der.; that from.cult and. culture we escalated the scandal 
to the destruction. of community in, the destruction OF the brother. 


‘The religious criticism. is right. . Galas fieeee gin was in not accepting the 
divine judgment on.the inadequacy of his: sacrifice: not wanting to admit the 
ambivalent moral value of his exploitation of the earth. Yet the religious 
critique is. insufficient.. The worst sin.of Cain, the central andthe only 
irrevocable sin, was to deny and-to- deceive and. to destroy his brother because 
that brother PCEUSecerce the Se nEEete COMA EAR Pets the satires ween ca 
had forsaken. ae er 9 


We can still see the problem of world hunger as correlated with the clash 

of cultural levels: - the move from'the gathering. of food in the garden-to the 
shepherd, from the shepherd to:the plow man, from the farmer to the builder 

of cities and from the building of cities and technology and the arts to ‘the 
ideologizing of vengeance. These clashes were run through again on the 

American frontier. Any resolution of the hunger problem in a world of technology 
will run through them again and again. -It.is. nonetheless ‘the pattern of grace 
that even as Adam was preserved frou famed tive destruction so Cain was given 

a mark to save him from :the vigilante. Even ee a. two-fold curse the 
care of the. Creator was not couprerely poeta 


